CD25+CD4+ regulatory T cells and memory T cells prevent lymphopenia-induced proliferation of naive T cells in transient states of lymphopenia.
Lymphopenia has been associated with autoimmune pathology and it has been suggested that lymphopenia-induced proliferation of naive T cells may be responsible for the development of immune pathology. In this study we demonstrate that lymphopenia-induced proliferation is restricted to conditions of extreme lymphopenia, because neither naive nor memory T cells transferred into T cell-depleted hosts proliferate unless the depletion exceeds 90% of the peripheral repertoire. Memory CD4 T cells as well as regulatory CD4 T cells proved to be relatively resistant to depletion regimes, and both subsets restrict the expansion and phenotypic conversion of naive T cells by an IL-7R-dependent mechanism. It therefore seems unlikely that lymphopenia-induced proliferation of peripheral T cells causes deleterious side effects that result in immune pathology in states of partial and transient lymphopenia.